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Designing　Required　English　Language　Classes　for　Repeating　Students:
Challenges　and　Solutions
Jeff　Stevenson　and　Paul　Hilderbrandt
　　　　　At　Asia　University,　allincoming　freshman　students　are　required　to　take　a　five-day　per
week　course　entitled"Freshman　E glish."The　classes　are　45　minutes　long,　as　opposed　to
the　traditional　one and　a　half　hour　classes　tudents　normally　take.　The　classes,　which　are
often　the　students'first　class　of　the　day,　begin　at　8:50　A.M.　Auniversity-established
attendance　policy　stipulates　that　students　may　not　miss　more　than　eight　classes　per
semester.　Two　tardies　are　usually　considered　as　one　absence.　For　those　students　who　fail
either　because　of　extremely　poor　academic　performance　or,　as　is　more　often　the　case,
through　excessive　absences,　there　exists　a　course　known　as　"Repeaters'English,"
sometimes　referred　toas"Refreshers'English,"orsimply　FER.
　　　　　Students　must　pass　FER　in　order　to　graduate　from　the　university.　Some　students
fulfill　this　requirement　during　theirsophomore　year,　others　during　theirjunior　oreven　senior
year　in　school.　The　class　presents　a particular"challenge"for　the　teacher　for　the　following
reasons:first,　a　third　of　the　Repeaters'English　classes　are　still　at8:50　in　the　morning.
Many　students　have　long　commute　times,　extensive　xtracurricular　activities,　or　simply　a
personal　priority　system　in　which　further　study　of　the　English　language　is　near　the　bottom　of
the　hierarchy.　In　reality,　many　students　will　come　to　the　first　few　classes　of　FER,　and
because　the　root　causes　of　their　previous　failures)have　not　been　dealt　with,　they　again　fail
to　pass　FER　due　to　excessive　absences.　Secondly,　and　perhaps　the　most　difficult　aspect　of
the　class　as　far　as　the　teacher　is　concerned,　are　the　tremendous　differences　inEnglish
ability　levels　of　the　FER　students.　This　is　basically　what　happens:before　beginning　their
studies　at　Asia　University,　all　students　take　an　English　placement　exam　and　are　then
divided　into　21　different　ability　levels;the　students　in　the　upper　levels　tend　to　be　very
motivated　and　come　into　the　program　with　relatively　high　level　English　ability;there　a
students　in　the　lowest　levels　that　have　basic　literacy　problems　in　English;regrettably,　a l　of
these　students　are　thrown　together　in　the　same　FER　class.　Some　of　these　students　have
participated　in　a five-month　study　abroad　program　in　America　and　are　truly　quite　interested
in　studying　English,　at　least　at　the　level　of　conversation.　Regardless　of　these　factors,　they
must　all　be　in　the　same　class.　Now　for　the　crux　of　this　paper:how　to　deal　with　these
obstacles,　make　some　orderout　of　the　chaos　and　change,　if　not　radically　alter,　the　way　this
course　is　taught.
　　　　　We　 have　been　teaching　either　the　listening/speaking　section　of　the　course(Jeff
Stevenson)　or　the　reading/writing　section　of　the　course　(Paul　Hilderbrandt).　The
listening/speaking　section　is　designed　to　be　taught　on　Tuesdays　and　Thursdays,　the
reading/writing　section　on　Mondays　and　Wednesdays,45　minutes　each　class.　Now　we　will
explain　how　we　went　about　changing　the　course　design　in　our　respective　s ctions,　what　we
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learned　from　it,　and　how　we　would　change　the　course　furtherforthose　who　will　be　teaching
it　in　the　future.　We　will　begin　with　the　listening/speaking　section(as　presented　by　Je行
Stevenson)and　end　with　the　reading/writing　section(presented　by Paul　Hilderbrandt).
Reworking　the　Listening/Speaking　Section(Jeff　Stevenson)
　　　　　At　the　beginning　ofthe　course,　I　first　asked　the　students　what　they　were　most
interested　indoing　inthe　class.　Among　the　answers　were　the　following:watch　movies
,　go
use　the　computers,　have　conversation,　as well　as　some　candid　responses　such　as:play
video　gamesl　sleep,　and　even　an"1　do　not　want　to　be　here."　lal800xp圃ned　 to　the
students　that　they　could"contract"with　me　individually　to　comp　ete　their　equirements　for
completion　of　the　course.　I　suggested　such　things　as　going　to　English　Hour(an　informal
hour-long　English　conversation　meeting　offered　five　times　a　week　at　different　times　of　the
day).　I　thought　his　would　be　beneficial　forthe　returnees　coming　back　from　their　five-month
stay　in　the　United　States.　I　also　told　students　they　could　watch　movies　that　I　had　approved
and　either　write　asummary　ortell　me　about　the　movie　in　person.　I　also　suggested　they　use
the　many　language　learning　audio/video　tapes　available　inthe　library.　 Lastly,
encouraged　them　to　suggest　to　me　whatever　they　might　want　to　do"in　English"and　fulfill
the　requirements　for　the　course.　I　believed　that　by　giving　students　this　amount　of　leeway,
the　pass　rate　would　greatly　improve　from　an　average　pass　rate　of　51%in　 the　past　four
years.
　　　　　As　forthe　class　itself,　which　met　during　the　first　two　periods　of　the　day　on　Tuesdays
and　Thursdays,　Idecided　to　focus　on　using　movies　in　the　class　and　developing　classroom
a(苅vities　around　them.　l　hoped　that　l　could　design　activities　that　would　allow　a　class　with　a
broad　ability　level　to　derive　some　benefit　from　the　course.　I　usually　showed　from　20　to　25
minutes　of　a　movie.　The　lower　students　did　plot　sequencing　activities,　and　true/false
questions　based　on　movie　content.　Ialso　did　dialogue　cloze　activities　that　most　low-
intermediate　students　could　handle.　Ialso　tried　to　include　opinion　questions　to　develop
critical　thinking　skills　and　provide　an　opportunity　for　those　more　advanced　students　to　get
some　speaking　practice　based　on　the　movie.
　　　　　The　results　of　this　approach　were　not　as　earth-shattering　as　I　had　hoped.　First　of　all,
the　only　students　who　were　even　remotely　interested　in　the　possibility　of　contracting
assignments　to　do　on　an　individual　basis　were　those　who　were　feeling　the　crunch　of　having
too　many　absences　to　pass　the　course.　They　were　juniors　or　seniors　who　needed　the
credit　to　pass　the　course.　As　for　the　use　in-class　of　movies,　I　had　a　core　group　of　about
seven　students　who　would　faithfully　come(almost)every　class　period　and　completed　their
assignments　in　class.　Most　came　for　a　few　weeks　and　then　stopped　coming　altogether.
　　　　　This　led　me　to　believe　that　the"problem"of　this　course　is　really　not　one　of　finding　the
right　activity　odo　with　the　students.　These　were,　in　general,　students　who　failed　to　make　it
because　of　excess　absences　the　first　time　they　took　the　course,　early　in　the　morning,　and
are　simply　repeating　the　process　a　second　time.
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　　　　　In　the　second　semester　I　tried　to　design　an　entirely　self-study　based　approach　to
fulfilling　the　requirements　of　the　listening　and　speaking　section.　I　still　told　students　they
could　choose　which　activities　they　wanted　to　do,　but　did　not　require　them　to　come　to　class
in　the　morning　twice　a　week.　The　listening/speaking　section　should　ideally　meet　for　26
sessions　of　45　minutes.　This　works　out　to　a　total　of　about　20　clock　hours.　I　told　students
they　had　to　complete　20　hours　of　work"in　English"to　pass　the　class,　and　offered　the　same
activity　options　as　the　first　emester.　Most　students　opted　to　watch　movies　in　the　library.　I
put　a　sign-up　sheet　on　the　fourth　floor　of　the　library(the　audio-visual　f oor).　Students　can
use　the　library　from　9:00　A.M.　to　8:30　P.M.　When　they　arrive,　they　give　their　student　ID　card
to　the　person　in　charge,　tell　her　that　they　are　FER　students,　and　are　given　a　sign-up　list　to
write　their　starting　time,　which　the　library　worker　verifies.　They　record　their　finishing　time
when　they　are　ready　to　leave　and　receive　their　ID　cards　back.　Most　students　pend　from
one　to　two　hours　each　visit.　They　watch　an　English　movie　of　their　choosing,　and　fill　out　a
movie　review　form　for　each　movie.　After　they　finish　one　movie　and　form(approximately　two
and　a　half　hours)they　are　supposed　to　come　see　me　during　the　designated　class　time.　I
check　their　work　and　engage　in　one-on-one　conversation　about　the　movie　with　the
students.　This　interview　takes　from　five　to　ten　minutes.　I　also　use　this　time　to　discuss　the
student's　progress　and　to　inform　him!her　how　much　more　time　he/she　needs　to　complete　to
finish　the　course.　This　interview　time　is　not　included　in　the　20-hour　equirement.
Assessment
　　　　　The　students'grade　is　determined　on(1)completing　the　required　twenty　hours,(2)
the　quality　of　theirwork　on　the　movie　review　forms,　and(3)whether　or　not　they　came　to　see
me　aftereach　movie.
Results
　　　　　As　far　as　the　overall　pass　rate　for　the　course　is　concerned,　I　did　not　experience　a
dramatic　improvement.　However,　by　requiring　the　students　to　complete　twenty　hours　of
work,　the　students　were　expected　to　conform　to　a　certain　degree　of　rigor.　The　drawbacks　to
my　approach　are　obvious:lack　of　speaking　time　and　listening　activities　that　were　less　than
ideal　if　the　students　were　only　watching　movies.
Grammar,　 Reading　and　Vocabulary(Paul　Hilderbrandt)
　　　　　The　half　of　the　course　that　focused　on　grammar,　reading　and　vocabulary　was
designed　as　a　self-study　course.　Worksheets　in　grammar,　reading　and　vocabulary　were
prepared　for　seven　different　levels　of　difficulty.　The　SRA　 reading　kit　was　used　for　the
reading　worksheets.　Grammar　worksheets　were　made　 from　the　textbook　Grammar
Dimensions.　Vocabulary　worksheets　came　from　the　Oxford　Picture　Dictionary　and　the
Oxford　Picture　Dictionary　Workbooks　for　the　lower　five　levels.　For　the　two　upper　levels　the
book　Vocabuiary　in　Use‐Upper　Intermediate　was　used.　All　of　the　materials　at　the　same
level　were　put　into　a folder　which　the　students　had　access　to　at　any　time　during　the　class.
21
　　　　　At　the　beginning　of　the　semester,　the　students　were　given　a　placement　test　to
determine　which　level　would　be　appropriate.　Once　the　students　knew　their　level　they　were
instructed　totake　a　worksheet　from　the　appropriate　folder　and　make　a　copy.　When　they
completed　the　first　worksheet　hey　were　instructed　totalk　with　the　teacher　about　the　level　of
difficulty　of　the　worksheet.　At　that　point,　if　they　felt　hat　the　material　was　too　easy　or　too
difficult　they　were　able　to　move　to　a　different　level.　When　the　students　found　the　correct
level　they　worked　to　complete　the　required　amount　of　work.　The　students　were　given　a
deadline　at　the　end　of　the　semester　by　which　their　work　had　to　be　completed.　They　could
work　at　theirown　pace　and　could　complete　the　work　before　the　end　of　the　semester　If　they
wished　to　do　so.
　　　　　When　students　completed　any　work,　they　were　to　hand　it　in　to　be　marked.　The
students　then　were　required　to　go　overthe　marked　work　with　the　teacher,　so　that　they　could
receive　feedback.　At　this　time　their　individual　strengths　and　weaknesses　were　pointed　out
and　suggestions　for　future　study　were　given.
Assessment
　　　　　Inthe　first　emester　the　students　had　to　complete　seven　worksheets　from　the　areas
of　reading　and　vocabulary　and　four　grammar　worksheets　by　the　end　of　the　semester.　In
addition,　they　were　required　to　read　one　graded　reader　and　write　a　short　book　report.
Students　who　completed　this　minimum　amount　of　work　were　given　a　grade　of　C.　This
amount　of　work　was　determined　to　be　what　the　students　should　have　been　able　to
complete　if　they　attended　every　class　during　the　semester.　The　students　were　able　to
receive　higher　grades　by　doing　extra　work　in　any　of　the　areas.　For　example,　a　student　who
completed　the　minimum　amount　of　work,　plus　did　four　extra　vocabulary　or　reading
worksheets　received　a grade　of　B.　In　the　second　semester,　the　students　also　had　the
chance　to　receive　higher　grades　by　achieving　a　score　of　85%　 correct　on　all　of　the
worksheets　in　any　one　area.　At　this　writing,　I　am　sure　that　he　percentage　of　B　and　A　grades
given　in　the　second　semester　will　be　much　higher　because　of　this　factor.
Results
　　　　　At　the　end　of　the　semester　the　students　were　given　a　survey　in　Japanese　to
complete.　The　first　four　questions　had　to　do　with　aspects　of　the　course　design.　Each
question　had　a　five-point　scale　on　which　they　could　indicate　heir　answers(see　Table　1).
Table　l
Student　survey　and　percentages　of　students　who　chose　each　response　for　students　in　all
FER　classes
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Question 1 2 3 4 5
1.　Did　you　 like
studying　byyourself?
no　 not
at　all
3.6%16.4%49% 16.4%14.6%yes,　very
much
2.　Did　you　like　that
you　could　work　at
your　own　pace?
no,　not
ata闘
o°io 1.9% 18.5%24% 55.6%yes,　ve　ry
much
3.What　did　you　think
about　the　amount　of
work　forthis　class?
not
enough
o°io 1.9% 51.9%42.3%3.9% too　much
4.How　much　did　you
learn　from　this　class?
nothing1.8%t.8% 34.5%43.6%18.3%alot
　　　　　From　the　survey　we　can　see　that　nearly　half　of　the　students　eemed　to　have　a　neutral
feeling　about　studying　on　their　own.　However,　among　the　other　half　of　the　students,　more
students(31%chose　40r　50n　question　1)liked　self　study　than　didn't(20%chose　l or　20n
question　1).　One　aspect　of　self　study　that　students　overwhelmingly　seemed　to　like　is　that
they　could　work　at　their　own　pace(79.6%chose　40r　50n　question　2).　Approximately　half　of
the　students　felt　hat　the　amount　of　work　required　in　the　class　was　appropriate(52.9%
chose　30n　 question　3」.　Finally,　a　majority　of　students　seemed　to　be　pleased　with　the
amount　that　hey　learned　from　the　class(61.9%chose　40r　50n　question　4).
　　　　　In　the　fouryears　previous　to　this　year,　the　average　pass　rate　for　this　class　was　51%.
The　grades　from　the　first　emestershow　that　despite　the　changes　in　the　design　of　the　class
童he　pass　rate　remained　fairly　stable(see丁ab[e　2).　The　pass　rate　for　students　in　all　three
classes　was　50.5%.
Table　2
Percentage　of　students　who　received　each　grade　in　the　three　FER　classes
Class X★ D" C B　　　　 IA　　　　 IAO
1　 (Jeff's
class)
22.9% 40% 17.1% 14.3%　　　12.9%　　　　12.9%
4 23.9% 15.2% 45.7% 13%　　　　　12.2%　　　　10%
5 40.2% 9.7% 36.1 9.7%　　　　　11.4%　　　　　12.8%
Totals 31.3% 18.2% 34.6% 11.7%　　　　11.9%　　　　　12.5%
'Agrade　of　X　is　given　to　students　who　do　not　attend　class　or　do　not　hand　in　any　work
.
"Agrade　 of　D　is　given　to　students　who　did　not　complete　the　minimum　amount　of　work
(generally　because　they　stopped　coming　to　class).
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Conclusions
　　　　　 Given　the　nature　of　this　particular　student　population,　we feel　the　self-study　approach
to　be　a　better　solution　to　the"FER　problem"forteachers.　This　has　traditionally　been　a　class
teachers　avoided.　In　its　traditional　form　it　is　very　difficult　forany　teacher　that　tries　to
implement　a　course　similar　in　nature　to　the　regular　FE　classes.　Expecting　a　teacher　to
prepare　a class　for　20　different　ability　levels,　for　students　who　often　come　30　minutes　late　to
a45　minute　class　if　they　come　at　all,　and　who　have　failed　before　under　the　same　system,　is
illogical.　While　not　ideal,　the　aforementioned　approach　is,　we　think,　a　viable　alternative.　In
addition,　a　majority　of　students　enjoyed　working　at　their　own　pace　and　felt　hat　they　learned
from　the　class.
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